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Houghton Feast  

 

Singing in the Rain 1949 – 2009 

 

6o Years of Community Hymn Singing  Houghton Feast is truly an ancient festival 

and has its foundations over 800 years ago with Michaelmas, the dedication day of St Michael & All Angels Church.  
Many unwittingly regale tales of the Feast’s foundation being with Bernard Gilpin’s safe return to Houghton after his 
arrest for heresy, but the Feast predates Rector Gilpin’s arrival at Houghton. 
 
The festival has taken many forms over the years, with each guise ensuring the continuation of the event.  Horse 
racing was the main attraction in the early 1800s.  The fairgrounds, which arrived in the 1880s, became a popular 
feature, so much so that they occupied several sites across Houghton, including the Market Place and Lake grounds.  
The Victorian Feast had strayed from the path of the Church; the usual Sunday sermons took place, of course, but the 
1885 St Michael’s Parish Magazine considered the Feast to be a “sad sight”.  Dr Alfred Norman, Rector of Burnmoor 
and later Rector of Houghton, preached in the Church on St Michael’s Day and urged the congregation to “keep 
themselves undefiled during the Feast” and to help others do so!  
 
The Feast became an annual excuse for the town’s many miners to let their hair down, take a day off work, and spend 
the week’s wages in one of Houghton’s dozens of public houses. 
 
The Great Depression of the 1930s saw an end to much of the debauchery, when the mine  owners ceased to recognise 
the Feast as a local holiday in 1938.  A year later, the outbreak of World War II felled the horse racing at Houghton 
Racecourse and greatly curtailed all the fun of the fair (lighting and transport restrictions meant that the fairground 
could not attend during the War years). 
 
The dark clouds over the Feast were only lifted when in 1948 Reverend Oswald Noel Gwilliam arrived in the Parish as 
Houghton’s new Rector.  Rector Gwilliam saw the Feast as “the symbolic centre of Houghton’s community and family 
life” and placed a greater emphasis on the Church’s role.  In 1949, he proposed that the choir venture outside to sing 
after evensong on Feast Sunday.  Loudspeakers relayed the singing to the assembled crowd and the buses had 
difficulty in getting through!  Each year the outdoor hymn singing grew in stature and soon thousands were attending; 
the Broadway was choc-a-bloc with the good folk of Houghton partaking in a spot of singing.  Rector Gwilliam’s 
influence continued - in 1967 he teamed up with the Rotary Club, Round Table, local Chamber of Trade, Houghton 
Urban District Council and other community groups to start the revival of Houghton Feast.  The Feast Steering 
Committee was formed and the festival was billed as ‘new style 1967’! 
 
Sadly, the dark clouds returned, quite literally in 1982, when the extreme wind and rain proved too much for 
Houghton’s hymn singers.  The event moved indoors and has remained there ever since.   
 
2009 marked the sixtieth anniversary since the outdoor hymn singing was established.  It was an opportunity for the 
people of Houghton to acknowledge Rector Gwilliam’s uniting of the ecclesiastical and secular Feasts, and the best 
place to do that was in Church on Feast Sunday night, hymnbook at the ready. 
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Houghton Feast Hymn Singing 

Time Line 

 
1100s - Houghton Feast has its origins with Michaelmas, the festival of the dedication of the Parish 
Church of St Michael and All Angels.  By the 1200s Royal charters had granted permission to the Church 

to hold fairs. Sunday trading was not allowed. 

 
1557 - Bernard Gilpin became rector of Houghton-le-Spring and helped expand the Michaelmas 

celebrations with his hospitality and the roasting of a bullock or hog. 
 

1827 - The History, Directory & Gazetteer of Durham & Northumberland, 1827, described Houghton 

Feast as:  
"…held annually on the Sunday after New Michaelmas day, when the town becomes crowded with 

strangers at an early hour. The festival continues with great excess for three or four days, during which 
period there are horse races, and various other amusements, not only in the town, but in all the villages 

of the parish." 
 

1885 – On St Michael’s Day, Dr Alfred Norman, Rector of Burnmoor, preached the morning Sermon in St 

Michael’s and described the forthcoming Houghton Feast as a “sad sight”.  
 

1886 - The religious aspects of the Feast were not as great as they could have been: Rector Grey gave 
the usual Sunday sermon ("Religious Teaching in our schools") on Feast Sunday, while on Houghton 

Feast Monday, October 11th 1886, a football match took place between the Church’s Young men’s 

Friendly Society and the Houghton Club Second Team. 
 

1926/27 – Oswald Noel Gwilliam was ordained and served throughout the Durham diocese.  His curacy 
was in Gateshead, and he served as Vicar at Holy Trinity, South Shields, 1932 – 1941, and then Seaham, 

1941 – 1948. 
 

1939 - 1941 - The outbreak of World War II led to a reduction in Feast activities. Horse and foot racing 

discontinued at Houghton Racecourse, as did the fairground owing to lighting restrictions and transport 
difficulties. 

 
1943 & 1944 - Roundabouts and other amusements returned to the Market Place but the Lake grounds 

were left unused.   

 
1945 - The fairgrounds returned the Lake and the Market Place grounds. A military parade once again 

featured at the Feast, and Rev Oswald Noel Gwilliam, vicar of Seaham, preached at the Church service. 
 

1948 - Oswald Noel Gwilliam became Rector of Houghton.   
 

 
Community Hymn Singing in the Broadway, 1949.  
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1949 - Rector Gwilliam initiated the outdoor community hymn singing event and placed a greater 

emphasis on the religious aspects of the Feast.  Prior to this, the Festival Evensong service consisted of a 

special anthem by the choir and a sermon by a guest preacher. 

 

1953 - The community hymn singing took place in the Broadway under an illuminated ERII emblem in 
the Queen's Coronation year.  Rector Gwilliam was made an honorary Canon of Durham Cathedral. 

 

1960 - On August 17th, Canon Gwilliam wrote to Tyne Tees Television asking for Houghton Feast to be 
featured on the news.  Sadly, the rain led to the hymn singing being held indoors.  In the local press 

Canon Gwilliam described Houghton Feast as: “The symbolic centre of Houghton’s community and family 
life.” 

 

1965 - The Bishop of Durham, Rev Harland, visited the community hymn singing. The additional 
presence of television cameras helped attract an estimated crowd of eight thousand people to the 

Broadway. 
 

1967 - The Houghton Feast Steering Committee was formed and the revival of Houghton Feast took 
place.  The format that we know today was established.  

 

1971 – Canon Gwilliam retired to Cumberland with his daughter and her family.  The Hymn Singing still 
went ahead in the Broadway, led by Hetton Silver Prize Band and massed choirs of all denominations. 

 
1982 - Extreme bad weather at the Feast led to talks of switching the fairground site from Rectory Field 

to the all-weather sports ground near Station Road. For the second year running the community hymn 

singing took place indoors due to bad weather, thus contributing to its demise as an outdoor event. 
 

1997 - Canon Gwilliam died on February 21st 1997.  A memorial service was held in St Michael’s Church 
on May 17th, as many parishioners still held Canon Gwilliam in very high regard. The indoor Hymn 

Singing went ahead with guest preacher Rev Michael Beck, vicar of Hetton and Eppleton and Rural Dean 
of Houghton Deanery. 

 

2003 – The format of the hymn singing event was changed slightly, with invited guests being 
interviewed by licensed Reader, Sue Elsey, before introducing their favourite hymn. 

 
2004 – The hymn singing took the theme of ‘Heroes of Houghton’, and local residents were invited to 

talk about their roles in the community.  In 2005, the theme was ‘Houghton Through the Arts’, where 

locals with a talent for the arts introduced their favourite hymns, and in 2006 the theme was ‘Coal 
Mining’. 

 

 
Hymn singing indoors, 2003.  
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